
Potential Multi-Species Habitat Conservation Plan issues at the 
two air bases 
 
Both air bases are within the Riverside Lowlands Bio-region of the Multi-Species 
Habitat Conservation Plan (MSHCP) that is part of the Riverside County 
Integrated Project. As described on the county web site 
http://www.rcip.org/conservation.htm , the MSHCP was designed to accomplish 
three goals: Streamline regulatory review related to endangered species, Return 
local control to the County, and conserve resources for future generations. While 
the March Air Base plan was analyzed and approved as a unique unit within the 
Riverside Lowlands bioregion, the proposed expansion on the Hemet-Ryan Air 
base has not been through the EIS/EIR process necessary to ensure compliance 
with the MSHCP and the Riverside County Integrated Project (RCIP).    
 
The recently completed Hemet Ryan Airport Master Plan (June 2004), available 
at http://www.rivcoeda.org/html/Aviation/aviationframe.html , recommends a 
runway expansion to 5,300 feet as well as upgrades to the active sailplane 
runway that is parallel to the main runway. The upgrade would increase the 
ability to attract personal jets and other non-commercial users. As noted on the 
web site, Hemet Ryan is also one of the busiest sailplane centers in the nation. 
The proposed increase in recreational aviation of all sorts could complicate any 
proposed expansion of fire fighting air tankers that fly on very tight schedules 
when on missions. We reviewed the National Transportation Safety Board’s web 
site, http://www.ntsb.gov/ntsb/query.asp , for civilian accidents in the cities near 
the two air bases. For the period 1965-2005, there were 78 crashes in Riverside, 
63 in Hemet, 25 in Perris, and 5 in Moreno Valley (the nearest city to March Air 
Base). While March was a military only base for most of the period, the more 
pertinent fact is that many of the accidents involved smaller aircraft such as 
sailplanes and gliders.  
 
The 2004 Master Plan contains a number of alternatives, as well as the preferred 
alternative for a 5,300 foot runway. The preferred alternative’s 980 foot 
expansion would occur on the southwest end of the property and could all be 
done on airport owned land. This can clearly be seen on the runway blueprint 
http://www.rivcoeda.org/html/Aviation/Master_Plan/HemetRyan/HMTalp03.pdf .  
  

 Addressing the Eight Planning Species covered by the MSHCP 
 
As noted in the General Biological Resources Report section (LSA, April 19, 
2004) of the Airport Master Plan, “The proposed project site may have potentially 
significant impacts to these MSHCP-designated areas. Compliance with the 
MSHCP would mitigate impacts to the Proposed Noncontiguous Habitat Block 7 
and along the Existing Constrained Linkage B. “  (p 10, LSA report April 19, 
2004)  The report concludes that the direct construction involved with a runway 
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expansion to 5,300 feet could be done within the MSHCP if there is no direct 
occupied habitat disturbance. However, the report is moot on the potentially 
larger habitat alteration that would be involved with the necessary relocation of 
both Warren Avenue and Stetson Avenue. Since the master plan is not an 
EIS/EIR they have not engaged in official negotiations with the county, state, and 
federal wildlife agencies involved in managing the MSHCP.  
 
Our review of the MSHCP confirms the statements made by LSA in their report in the 
2004 Master Plan. The expansion of the Hemet-Ryan runway to the southwest on 
the land owned by the airport would require development and related habitat loss 
within the Hemet Vernal Pool Areas – East (Subunit 4) of the San Jacinto Valley 
Area Plan within the MSHCP. As noted on p 3-342, and the map of 3-373, of the 
Final MSHCP -  http://www.rcip.org/mshcpdocs/vol1/3_3_13.pdf -  this area has 
five biological issues to address the eight planning species within the region. The 
eight species are the:    
 

• burrowing owl 
• mountain plover 
• vernal pool fairy shrimp 
• California Orcutt grass 
• Davidson’s saltscale 
• little mousetail 
• spreading navarretia 
• thread-leaved brodiaea, and  
• vernal barley –  

 
The MSHCP requires that all species be addressed and depends on both 
designing project to limit direct impact and mitigation through acquisition of 
acreage within each identified subunit. As noted in the MSHCP the criteria for 
any projects and/or mitigations within the subunit into which the runway 
expansion would extend are  
 

Conservation within this Cell Group will contribute to assembly of 
Proposed Noncontiguous Habitat Block 7. Conservation within this 
Cell Group will focus on playas/vernal pool habitat and agricultural 
land. Areas conserved within this Cell Group w ill be connected to 
playas/vernal pool habitat proposed for conservation in Cell #3793 
to the east, in Cell #3891 and #3892 to the south and in Cell #3684 
and #3791 both in the Harvest Valley/Winchester Area Plan to the 
west. Conservation within this Cell Group will range from 70%-80% 
of the Cell Group focusing on the central portion of the Cell Group 
(p 3-364 of the MSHCP)  

 

Potential Project Location and Habitat Protection Mitigation 
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The Master Plan only looks at direct alteration of habitat for the 980 foot runway 
expansion to 5,300 feet. It did not address the habitat alteration that would be 
required when Warren Avenue and Stetson Avenue are moved to accommodate 
the longer runway. Furthermore, the development of a runway to allow all 
existing air tankers to land and pick up retardant would require the further 
expansion to 6,000 feet. This could require the acquisition of more land within the 
identified habitat areas as well as even more alteration of the two roads.  
 

Related ongoing county project and habitat issues near Hemet  
 
It would appear that any expansion beyond the June 2004 Master Plan would 
require additional planning with regards to the endangered species and related 
habitat issues before any detailed engineering planning could begin. Based on 
the complexity and timeline for the adjacent realignment of State Route 79 that is 
being done under the auspices of the Riverside County Transportation 
Commission (RCTC), this could add an additional four years of planning and 
EIS/EIR preparation. While the 25 acres of direct land alteration for the runway 
and the area required to realign the two local roads may not be that large in 
comparison to the overall area, staying to the basic principle of the MSHCP 
would require looking at any runway expansion and associated secondary road 
construction in concert with other proposed projects. The major project in this 
area is the realignment of State Route 79 sponsored by the Riverside County 
Transportation Commission (RCTC at http://sr79project.info/ ). The location map 
of the project reproduced on the following page, 
http://sr79project.info/pdf/sr79_location_map.pdf ,can be used to identify the 
project area, a number of proposed routes and the proximity to the air base. It 
would seem logical that any other publicly funded project involving roads in the 
area would either need to be integrated right now into this SR79 process or could 
only be finalized after the EIS/EIR for the SR79 is completed. The current 
timeline for the completion of the EIS/EIR http://sr79project.info/schedule.html  is 
not until 2009, four years from now. This would suggest that any expansion and 
related construction related to an expanded runway could not begin to be 
planned until at least 2009 or 2010. That schedule would be based on the 
immediate investment of staff time and funding to integrate any airport expansion 
into the larger EIS/EIR process currently being sponsored by the county.  
 

Delay implications related to potential habitat protection issues 
 
In sum, it appears that the construction of any public works project within the D’ 
Cell Group of the Hemet Vernal Pool Areas East (subunit 4) of the San Jacinto 
Valley Area Plan could require multi-species focused planning and possibly the 
purchase of habitat acres for mitigation. This would be in line with MSHCP policy 
of avoiding piecemeal habitat loss.  From the point of view of investing in the 
future of fire protection in Riverside County, the main implication would be the 
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need for completing a thorough MSHCP oriented EIS/EIR before any airport 
specific plans, financing, and construction could begin. If the two secondary road 
realignments and the runway expansion to 6,000 feet could be piggybacked onto 
the partially completed EIS/EIR for the State Route 79 project, it would appear 
that the delay would be at least four years before any of those steps could be 
initiated.  
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